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  Good evening, CRI Shreveport.  And thank you, Mack, for that generous 
introduction. What a treat it is for me to be back here in the south central United 
States, running on Central time, and exchanging ideas with people who are 
centered.  You see I’m from Washington, D.C. and I can assure you that with a 
few minor exceptions, nobody up there seems to be very centered these days or 
even knows what that means any more.   

 
  So for me, coming back to Shreveport is both a respite and a privilege.  A 

respite because I get to take a vacation from the noise—from the endless 
arguments by professional arguers, representing so-called special interests 
whose interests, in the scheme of things, really aren’t that special, after all.   

 
  It’s also a privilege to be here, because I get to talk real people who are 

applying real solutions to real  life challenges.  
 
  When Mack invited me to speak tonight, I asked him what subjects might 

be appropriate for this annual gathering on the eve of CRI’S twentieth year of 
service to the Shreveport community.  His response was typically, Mack,  

 
   Well, Steve you’ll need to speak for about 20 minutes or so.  
 

 And the subject, Mack?  Would they like to hear about Obama Care, 
budget deficits, or US Foreign policy ? 

 
   Oh, no  just talk about  whatever’s on your heart.”  

 
  Thanks a lot, McCarter, for the guidance.  You really narrowed it down for 

me ! I guess that’s why I became a lawyer instead of a minister. It’s a lot simpler 
to just argue about something than to listen to what’s on someone’s heart, your 
heart, my heart, or God forbid the heart of someone who comes from a different 
religion, country, culture, or community. 
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  But you gave me an assignment, Mack,  and I showed up tonight, so here 

goes: 
 
  I guess that what’s most on my heart , folks,  is what’s on the minds of 

many Americans this evening:  an uneasy sense that this nation at this moment 
in history is not being-all-that-it-can-be.  Like the Biblical parable of the talents 
which a rich man gave to his servants, we have, by God’s grace inherited an 
abundance of riches from the generations who went before us.  But unlike the 
servant with four talents who doubled what was given him, we’ve been either 
hiding or spending our legacy on things that don’t really matter.  In short, we 
seem to be losing our grip on what it means to be conscientious stewards--- 
“good and faithful servants.” 

 
  Think back with me to the year 2000 as we welcomed in the New 

Millennium. 
 

 By the year 2000, it had become evident to all the world that the previous 
100 years, could rightfully be called The American Century.  During that 
20th century, America had: 

 
 laid claim to the land from sea to shining sea, and the immense 

mineral wealth beneath its surface; 
  welcomed immigrants to its shores and melted them into the alloy 

of society, 
  gave voting and civil rights to women and minorities,  
 led the world in inventions and technological development,  
 and produced world-class, thinkers, writers, composers and artists;   
 An American-led Alliance had freed Europe and Asia of totalitarian 

regimes on three or four occasions, including European 
communism. 

 landed on the moon; and populated earth’s high orbit with 
communications, weather, and pinpoint navigation satellites.  

 And improved the quality of life for hundreds of millions of people 
at home and abroad. 

 
 By the year 2000, we possessed the strongest economy and military in the 

history of mankind, creating more wealth, freedom, and security for more 
people than has ever been accomplished.  
 

 And later that year the owner of the second most powerful military, the 
Soviet Union, officially dissolved into twelve independent republics. 
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  On New Years’ day 2000, except for a few concerns about elevators not 
working, we celebrated not only America’s progress, but humanity’s progress and 
realized that in 2001 we would be ushering in a New Millennium as well as a new 
century. The people reveled in Times Squares throughout the world and waited 
in long lines, eager to purchase the next new American technology.  

 
  There was a resurgence of faith and spirituality, and faith in mankind and 

in each other--books were written with titles like :The End of History, the End of 
War, Timeless Healing: the Power and Biology of Faith. 

 
 Why in the year 2000, the New Orleans Saints for the first time won the 
wild card and went to the division playoffs. 

 
 A new generation of young people came of age and were baptized: The 
Millennials. Generational researchers and sociologists wrote books about them. 
One research team concluded:  
 

”.  As a group, Millennials are unlike any other youth generation in living 
memory.  They are more numerous, more affluent, best educated in 
human history, and more ethnically diverse (36% in US), and oriented 
toward teamwork.  … The Millennials are upbeat and engaged—with 
potentially seismic consequences for the world.” Millennials Rising, The 
Greatest Generation, Neil Howe and Willima Strauss. p. 4) 

 
  On New Years, 2000, life was good. The future bright, and the poet Robert 

Browing’s words rang truer than ever:  God’s in His heaven, all’s right with the 
world.” 

 
  What’s  happened ?    Well for starters, in the fall of 2000, the hotly 

contested election of an American President was placed in the hands of the U.S. 
Supreme Court, a decision that left half the country feeling cheated and the 
other half vindicated. 

 
  Then, eleven months from the day Bush vs Gore. was argued, four US 

airliners were hijacked by terrorists and thrust deeply into the American psyche: 
two were piloted into New York’s World Trade Center, one into the Pentagon, 
and the other was headed for the US Capitol Building, diverted by the bravery of 
its passengers into a field in Pennsylvania. Each of those destinations were 
symbols of American power: commercial, military, and democratic.  

 
  We each remember where we were on that morning. Our country was 

abruptly frozen; our government, our transportation system, our cities shut 
down. Together we attended multiple national funerals, for the victims and those 
who tried to save them. Those were days of anxiety and uncertainty. 



4 
 

 
  Suddenly that sense of optimism and well-being that we felt a year prior 

had dissipated and we at huddled together at first in our homes , and then at 
public gatherings and sporting events, waving and wearing American flags.. We 
were told to be aware of our surroundings—was that woman seated next to me 
with the scarf on her head a terrorist ? or that man with the turban who moved 
two doors down the street? 

 
 We were afraid of the unknown and demanded that our government 
protect us. So the country launched a war on terror. And we gave up a lot to 
regain a sense of security and community. We lost 4,683 young men and women 
on the battlefields of that war.  We allowed our bodies to be searched and 
scanned and photographed—for the simple privilege of s travelling, entering 
government buildings, or attending sporting events.. Thirteen years later it 
seems that someone is always watching us, and listening to us and monitoring 
our thoughts once those thoughts become words and actions. 
 

  Then in 2007-8, America’s financial system nearly collapsed which quickly 
turned into a global event, since most of the world’s wealth was dependent upon 
America’s institutions:  businesses, regulatory, and lending, as well as its 
currency.. Trillions of dollars in consumer wealth disappeared, about 25% of 
Americans’ collective wealth.  . 

 
  A presidential election contest that divided the country; a sudden attack on 

America’s homeland; a financial collapse and its debilitating effect on individual 
wealth and employment—these three events all coming within the first decade of 
a promising new millennium 

 
  There’s no question that we hit some hard bumps during these early years 

of this century, but instead of just fixing the tires, realigning the wheels, and 
repairing the transmission, we seem to have stopped on the side of the road to 
argue about who got us here, the incompetence of whomever is driving the bus, 
the merits of left versus right handed steering, and the cost of repairs. 

 
  Several days after 9/11, I was invited to attend the dedication of a new 

research facility in the Boston Public Library that would house the full collection 
of John Adams’ papers. The guest speaker was David McCullough, the Pulitzer 
Prize winning author of books like “1776”, “Truman”, “John Adams”. The 
audience was small—around 75 people; Boston, like other cities had been locked 
down and people didn’t venture out much those early days.  

 
  McCullough began his talk with a compelling tour of the hardships and 

difficulties Americans had endured and overcome throughout its history--from 
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Valley Forge, to Brooklyn Heights, to Gettysburg, to the Depression, two 
European world wars, Pearl Harbor, the Cuban missile crisis and so on.   

 
  These weren’t just road bumps, noted McCullough, they were more like 

road blocks.  September 11, he said, was another such national testing time and 
he insisted  that we would come through it--as we had in the past—but with a 
caveat:  PROVIDED WE UNDERSTAND WHO WE ARE AS A PEOPLE AND REFUSE 
TO BECOME SOMETHING WE’RE NOT  

 
  “The enemy will have won,” the historian said, “if it makes us abandon our 

national character--that inner sensibility has always guided us to the other side 
of crises”. 
 

  I wish that the current crop of elected officials in Washington could have 
been there that chilly Boston evening and heard McCullough’s wise counsel.  
There is too much evidence that we’ve allowed our response to the problems we 
face to become the main problem itself. 

 
  And it has turned Washington into a national capital of distrust, tribalism, 

and celebrity. That’s a pretty toxic mix. And one feeds off of the other. 
 
  Trust is the glue which both binds us together and encourages us to 

express our individual thoughts and talents. Our democracy and therefore our 
form of constitutional government cannot exist without trust 

 
  We hear on the news every night of the alarming public opinion data that 

measures the trust quotient in American society. The Gallup organization has for 
several decades directed its public opinion surveys at this “trust” phenomenon.  

 
  In 1958, 73% of Americans reported that they trusted the government to 

do what was right most of the time or almost always.  Today, it’s just the 
reverse: only 25% trust the government to do what’s right. 

 
  According to a new Gallup study, a record low 61 percent of Americans 

have trust in “the American people”– a drop of nearly 20 points over the past 
eight years. 

 
  What is trust ?   Well, etymologically, it’s one of those Middle English words 

of Scandinavian origin, defined as: 
  “assured reliance on some person or thing : a confident dependence on the 

character, ability, strength, or truth of someone or something” .   
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  It was a concept essential to mutual survival in Scandinavian lands with 
long winters and sub-arctic climates.  And it migrated into the English language 
so thoroughly that it was used in the King James Bible some 155 times.  

 
  Centuries later, the notion of “trust” became one of the cornerstones of a 

new American democracy. It’s on our coins and in our national anthem. 
 
  The absence of trust fuels cynicism. And leads to the second prevailing 

wind in today’s Washington: tribalism and division—the very opposite of 
community.  We socialize with people like us, vote with them, tune into the same 
cable networks, and exchange snarky e-mails about folks who aren’t like us.  

 
  As we cling more tightly to our tribe we divide the fabric of America. Soon 

the concrete begins to harden around the divisions and we produce  red states 
and blue states, gays and straights, Democrats and Republicans, whites, browns, 
and blacks, pro and anti, liberals and conservatives, Tea Partiers and RINOS. In 
short, fixed divisions and positions that spell gridlock. Tribalism is making a 
strong bid to become our national identity. 

 Whatever happened to e pluribus unum ? 
 
  And when tribes become increasingly selective and restrictive, ultimately 

people end up bowling alone, aided and abetted by a technology that allows us 
publish ourselves and our opinions without seeing, knowing, or caring who is at 
the other end of the communication.  Bowling-alone-with-a-microphone,   we 
have become self-important and self-centered, thirsting for celebrity, our 15 
minutes to fame. It has infected not only our politicians but this promising 
Millennial generation of young Americans. 

 
  Eric Harris and Dylan Kiebold, Adam Lanza, Aaron Alexis, Seung-Hui Choi, 

James Holmes, Jared Loughner, Paul Ciancia, Richard Shoop.  Recognize those 
names ?  How about Columbine, Newtown, the Washington Navy Yard, Virginia 
Tech, Aurora, Tucson, Kathy Giffords, LAX, ,Paramus, New Jersey.  

 
  Since 2006 there have been more than 200 mass killings in the US that 

have taken 1000 innocent lives. That’s an average of one every two weeks. We 
are paying a heavy price for our culture of celebrity, which, last time I looked, is 
not exactly a Judeo-  

 
 
  My friend, Allen Weinstein , an American historian and former U.S. 

Archivist, , once told me , that as a rule, the distinctiveness of a new century 
does not appear until after the first decade or so. The story of the 19th century 
began after Waterloo, the War of 1812, and the abolition of the slave trade in 
England. Similarly the character of the 20th century did not take shape until the 
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advent of World War I in 1914.  It seems that it takes a decade or so for events-
-and societies’ response to those events--to shape the new century. 

.  
  If Weinstein is correct, and I believe he is, we’re not off to a real promising 

start. Given the prevailing winds in Washington these days: distrust, tribalism, 
and celebrity, John Kennedy’s inaugural words might just as well read: “Ask not 
what you can do for your country, but what your country can do for you …and 
for those who contribute to your political campaign”. 

 
  I sound like a declinist, I’m not. There are too many factors that point to 

the 21st century repeating as another American Century . As NYT columnist Tom 
Friedman is fond of saying, when you’re a person my height you can’t help but 
see the glass half full.   

 
  Washington is but the stage upon which this 21st century behavioral opera 

is playing out in America, but it needs to stop now, before this first century of a 
new millennium becomes shaped and defined by it. 

 
  My friends, Washington desperately needs what you in this room have 

discovered and practiced for nearly two decades. Patiently and persistently 
you’ve stitched together the fabric of broken neighborhoods and communities 
and managed to improve tens of thousands of lives.  

 
  CRI Shreveport represents the Sensible Center of the American experiment 

and the antidote to distrust, tribalism, and narcissism. You are the future; what’s 
in Washington is tedious, obsolete and needs to be replaced.  We need to take 
our country back. 
 

  The Sensible Center is what the Greatest Generation of 20th century 
Americans defaulted to when world wars, nuclear annihilation, and a devastating 
economic depression threatened our homeland and values.  It’s what David 
McCullough referred to the week after 9/11 in his verbal tour of past national 
crises and responses. 

 
  The Sensible Center is not the average between extremes, or, heaven 

forbid  “moderate.”  Center does not mean  average or mid-way. it means 
“nucleus, heart, core, hub.” The sun is the center of the solar system.  

 
  Something that is central means “of the greatest importance; principal or 

essential”. A person who is centered is according to Webster: is “Self-confident, 
goal-oriented, well-balanced and secure.” 

 
  At the Sensible Center of CRI is a core value that is as enduring and tested 

as civilization itself.  Philosophers and sociologists call it the ethic of reciprocity. 
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It’s part of the teaching of every religion on earth and is known to western 
theologians as the Golden Rule. It is the cornerstone of Judeo-Christian teaching: 
Jesus, the Nazarene rabbi referred to it as the second of the two overarching 
commandments from which all other laws essential to human growth and 
progress are derived.  

 
  Community Renewal has translated that core value into a practical, 

operative, replicable model that Mack calls a “an intentional system of caring 
relationships” 

 
  I have come here tonight--as I and my colleagues Bud McFarlane and John 

Dalton came here two years ago, to get a refresher course in CRI, and to ask 
your continuing support in bringing this model to Washington—to YOUR national 
capital.  

 
  Not only is the government there divided and misguided, but the city itself 

of 632,000, residents, is also broken.  
 
  CRI Washington’s first target is an 18 square mile area called greater 

Anacostia which is really South East, D.C.--one of the four quadrants of the city 
Pierre L’Enfant designed in 1791. It is just blocks from the U.S. Capitol Building, 
where congress sits and argues, mostly oblivious to what’s happening next door. 

 
  The median household income in several of Anacostia’s neighborhoods is 

$15,000, $8000 below the US poverty level. 33% of the city’s homicides occur in 
Anacostia. The crime index is 38% higher than the city’s average.  Anacostia has 
only one full service restaurant (Denny’s) no department stores, no movies, no 
colleges, and grocery stores that you can count on one hand. Two weeks ago, 
the only coffee shop in that area, The Big Chair Café, closed after trying to make 
a go of it since 2010. 

 
  This is our national capital, folks !  Financiers and foreign dignitaries fly 

over Anacostia on their descent into Reagan National Airport. So does President 
Obama’s plane on its way in and out of Andrews Air force Base.  

  
  You here tonight have been generous and gracious enough to allow Mack 

and Judy McCarter the space and opportunity to bring the Sensible Center of CRI 
to Anacostia.  Progress has been slow, but we expected that.  There are lots of 
obsolete programs and perceptions to be weeded out before planting the new 
seed. 

 
  CRI is the antidote both for what ails our federal city and the federal 

government that resides there. The mistrust, tribalism, and narcissism which 
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currently occupies our national government must be replaced by the trust, 
community, and selfless service that comprise the CRI model. 

 
  The strategy is simple: first, transform Washington’s central city, and let it 

transform Washington’s central government. America’s Sensible Center must rise 
to take possession of this 21st century, so that it becomes the American Century 
“2.0”.  

 
 All is not dark in Washington. There are some signs of change, even in the 
rubble of the recent government shutdown and debt ceiling crisis.  
 
 My friend, Senator Lamar Alexander of Tennessee along with Senator 
Charles Schumer of New York were asked by majority and minority leaders to 
help steer the congress and President away from the fiscal cliff and reopen the 
federal government.  They succeeded.  A bi-partisan committee of women 
senators gathered in the office of Maine Senator Susan Collins and together 
pledged their support for a gridlock-ending compromise.  

 
  You’d like Lamar, as a life-long member of the Sensible Center, he’d fit 

right with CRI’s mission and accomplishments.  His career in public service began 
when, almost fresh out of NYU law school he ran for Governor of Tennessee and 
lost, rather badly. 

 
  Several days after the election, Lamar received a call from a fellow 

Tennessean, Alex Haley, the author of Roots, the Saga of an American Family, 
inviting him to come to the Haley home to discuss the defeated candidate’s 
future public service.  Which went something like this: 

 
“Lamar, I like you.  You’ve got some good ideas. But if you want to become an 
elected public servant of the people of Tennessee there are three things you 
must do: 
              

 Take off that New York City Brooks Brothers suit and tie, and put on 
something Tennesseans will recognize. Then visit every village, 
neighborhood, and barbershop and talk to real people throughout the 
state. 
 

 Second, on your journey you should be “Catchin’ people doin’ things right.”  
Not pointing out what’s wrong with folks but what’s right with them. 
 

 Third, “find the good and praise it.’ 
 
You do those three things and you can serve the people as their state governor. 
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Lamar Alexander followed that advice. Spent the next year or so walking 
around Tennessee in jeans, walking boots, and a red plaid shirt.  As he 
journeyed he made careful notes of folks doing things right and doing the right 
things: teachers staying after school with slower learning students, neighbors 
helping neighbors, and so on. 
 
 And then finding the good and praising it.  There is hardly speech that 
Lamar Alexander delivers or a conversation he has that doesn’t include these 
three elements. He was twice elected governor of Tennessee, became president 
of the University of the Volunteer State, was appointed as US Secretary of 
Education, and is now Tennessee’s senior Senator. That’s what genuine public 
service is all about. That’s what America’s Sensible Center knows and needs to 
send to Washington. 
 

 

*    *   *   * 
 

 In March, 1817, Shreveport’s namesake, Captain Henry Miller Shreve, 
brought his newly-designed steamboat, the “Washington”, up the Red River from 
New Orleans to Louisville and was promptly taken to court by the heirs to the 
steamboat company founded by Robert Fulton and Robert Livingston.  
Fulton/Livingston--who claimed for their company the exclusive right to navigate 
these waters, sued Captain Shreve in the District Court of New Orleans, asking 
the court to enjoin the Captain’s voyages, throw him in jail, seize the steamboat 
Washington, and pay damages.  A month later, Judge Dominic Hall rendered his 
opinion. He threw out the case and along with it Fulton/Livingstone’s attempts to 
monopolize transit along America’s waterways.  

 
  The result of Shreve’s challenge was to guarantee to American commerce 

the freedom to navigate and conduct business on every river, lake or harbor in 
the United States.  

 
  In 2013, Captain Shreve’s namesake city has some 21st century liberating 

to do. Today’s “Washington” is a city, not a ship, but it too needs to be freed 
from a stifling and corrosive monopoly that has gripped our town and the 
government that resides there.  

 
 Grace is a word we don’t hear much these days. The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines it in two parts:  
 

1. “The free and unmerited favor of God and the bestowing of blessings;” 
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2. “The divine influence which operates in men to regenerate and sanctify, to 
inspire virtuous impulses, and to impart strength to endure trial and resist 
temptation” 

 
  The word grace appears 159 times in the Bible from Genesis to 

Revelation—it appears the last sentence of the last book of the King James 
Version of the Bible.  

 
  In 1893 a young English professor at Wellesley College boarded a train to 

Colorado to take up a summer teaching position at Colorado College. She was 
deeply moved and inspired by the beauty and abundance she saw along the 
way. She took a day trip to Zebulon’s Pike’s Peak where at the pinnacle of that 
mountain the words to a poem echoed in her thought.  

 
  When Kathy Lee Bates returned to her hotel room that afternoon she 

wrote them down. And within a decade or so that poem was put to music and 
became “America’s Hymn”.   

 
“O beautiful for spacious skies, 
For amber waves of grain, 
For purple mountains majesties, 
Above the fruited plain ! 
America, America God shed his grace on thee 
And crown thy good with brotherhood 
From sea to shining sea.” 
 
 Note how the poem captures the two part nature of grace:  God’s 
unconditional blessing upon his creation, and the regenerative effect of that 
blessing upon our relationship to each other: 
 
 God has shed his grace on thee; America 
So your part of the deal is to Crown that good with brotherhood ! 
 
 Community Renewal has been honoring that celestial bargain for two 
decades and has transformed the city of its founding. The poem, however, asks 
you to take that another step. The grace that accompanies your mission must 
extend beyond the Red River, “from sea to shining sea”. Just as Captain Shreve’s 
legal victory freed the nation’s waterways from coast to coast.   
 

  Thank you Mack and thanks all of you folks here in America’s Sensible 
Center who have kept faith with that covenant of grace. Washington desperately 
needs what you have demonstrated here, and so does this great country and the 

generations that will determine its future destiny. 


